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Relational Intelligence

March 29th, 2009

In his recent book, Harvard psychologist, Edward Hallowell, writes that for most people, the two most powerful experiences in life are achieving and connecting. (I’ve talked about this in a different context) 
· He says that most of what grabs our attention, commands our energy, & mobilizes our service, falls into either one of these two categories. Now…
· Connecting has to do with our relational world--things like falling in love, forming a deep friendship, hearing words of affection and affirmation from a parent or a child—that’s connecting.  While…
Achieving has to do with the world of our accomplishments—winning a contest, pursuing a successful career, realizing a difficult goal.

· Hallwell’s point in all of this is our society is becoming increasingly devoted to, obsessed with and enslaved by achieving… 

· And, as a result, compared to other societies today (or to other eras in our own history), we are becoming increasingly bankrupt & impoverished when it comes to relational connectedness.

And, of course, evidence of this is all around us… from the desperation we find within American households to the lack of community, which is behind so much of the growing loneliness people are feeling today… especially amongst men.

· Truth is, for so many people today, there is a sense in which they just don’t feel known by those around them… even within the church. 

· Adult neighbors don’t know each other while neighborhood kids (especially in the suburbs) relate more to their xBox’s and iPods than to one another. 

· And what’s even sadder is that relationships within the family have become increasingly detached where the commitment to know and be known seems to be fading away.

Now, keep in mind in all of this, that achieving is not a bad thing. When it’s done in the right way for the right reasons, it’s a good thing… it’s a great thing! But it is no substitute for community.

· In fact, I think there’s a kind of irony in our obsession with achieving. 

· You see, I’ve never know anybody who has failed at relationships… who was isolated, lonely, disconnected, had no deep friendships... 

· I’ve never known anybody who has failed at relationships, yet had a meaningful and joy-filled life… not a single one.   

The twentieth century was littered with people who achieved enormous success and enormous amounts of wealth… people who piled up for themselves tremendous power and even fame.  

· And yet, their lives left little time, if any, for authentic intimacy. 

· They didn’t have time to connect with other human beings. They might have had a whole Rolodex full of acquaintances and business associates… 

· but not one deep friendship with whom they can really share their heart. 

· And because of that, my guess is that every one of them died… everyone of them… died with bitter regrets— no matter how much they achieved.  

And yet, I have never known or heard of anyone who really succeeded at relationships, who cultivated great friends… 

· Who were devoted to their family, who mastered the art of giving and receiving love… 

· I don’t know of and have never heard of anyone like that who would have described themselves as having a bad life… No matter how little money they had.

People who give themselves to relational connectedness—people who have deep friends with whom they can laugh & cry… 

· People with whom they can grow & learn and fight & forgive and know & be known…

· People who live according to Paul’s admonition in Romans 12:10 to “be devoted to one another in brotherly love…”
· People who fully embrace Jesus’ call in John 13:34 to “love one another…”
These are the kinds of people who lead meaningful… and even magnificent lives, whether or not they are ever noted in the pages of history. 

· You see these are the people who, when they come to the end of their lives, will have the fewest regrets…

· In fact, none of them will regret having devoted one moment of their lives to the people around them—to their friends, to their children, to their family.   

· You see, as people created for community, outside an intimate relationship with Jesus… nothing is more life giving than investing in meaningful relationships in family & community (incl. church comm.).

One of the most famous research projects that’s ever been done on relationships is called the Alameda County Study. It was headed by a Harvard social scientist, and it took place over a nine-year period. 

· They tracked the lives of seven thousand people—residents of Alameda County in California.   

· They found that the most isolated people were three times more likely to die than the most relationally connected people. These are very interesting findings. 

They discovered that people who had bad health habits—smoking, poor eating patterns, obesity, alcohol use and so on… 

· but strong relational connections… lived significantly longer than people who had great health habits, but lived relationally disconnected.  

· In other words, they found that it’s better to eat Twinkies with good friends than to eat broccoli alone. This is scientifically established now and written up. 

There’s another study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association. They took 276 volunteers and infected them all with a virus that produces the common cold.   

· In this study—again, published in the Journal of the AMA—they found that people with stronger emotional connections—deeper relationships—did four times better fighting off illness than those who were more isolated. 

· Those with stronger relational connections were less susceptible to colds. In fact… and, I’m not making this up… they produced significantly less mucous than relationally disconnected subjects…   

· And so, it’s literally true that unfriendly people are snottier than friendly people. 

Now, I quote studies like that because they simply confirm what the writers of Scripture taught a long time ago… that we were created for community. We were made for relational connectedness. 

· We were designed by God to love & be loved, to know & be known… to celebrate & be celebrated.  

· And to miss out on this is to miss out on one of the most profound reasons why God made you. 

· You see, whatever else you achieve… Whatever else you accomplish, however much other stuff you pile up, however high you climb that proverbial ladder of success… 

· If you miss this… then you miss such a vital aspect of what God created us for… to know and be known by Him and one another.

And so, I want to challenge us to think about how we can more purposefully grow in what might be called, relational intelligence. 
· Now I stole that phrase from John Ortberg who essentially took it from a bestselling book by Daniel Goleman called Emotional Intelligence. 
· All summed up, Goleman’s point is that just as people have an academic IQ that measures abstract intelligence—intellectual ability; 

· People also have what might be called relational IQ—the capacity to connect with other people with skill and warmth and authenticity and genuine compassion.  

· People with high relational IQ’s are able to read other folks. They can navigate difficult situations with confidence & poise. 

· They’re able to discern effectively and can communicate well. 

I’ll give you an example of the difference between intellectual intelligence and relational intelligence. 

· Two guys were taking chemistry at the University of Alabama… 

· They were so confident about doing well on their finals that they decided to take a road trip to the University of Tennessee to party with some friends. 

· However, they drank too much and overslept the morning of the exam… and didn’t make it back in time for the test. 

· When they did get back, they raced to their prof’s office and told him that they did everything they could to get back in time but they had a flat tire… and that’s why they missed the test. 

Being a decent guy, the professor told them they could make up the final the next day. The two guys were so relieved. They stayed up studying all night long. 

· The next morning, the professor placed them in separate rooms and handed them the test booklet with just two questions. 

· They each looked at the first problem, which was worth five points. It was an easy question… they were sure they’d ace the test. 

· They turned the page… and there was question #2 worth 95 points… “Yesterday, on your way back, which tire got the flat?”

· These kids knew their prof had intellectual IQ… they weren’t ready for his relational intelligence. 

· They were expecting just to be measured on intellectual intelligence. They ran up against relational intelligence. 

Relational intelligence, in a sense, is sanctified people skills. It’s the ability to connect with other folks and manage relationships with effectiveness and empathy and love. 

· Some people are quite high at it. They’re just genius at people skills, at the relationship quotient.

· And some people, who may have a real high IQ, are quite low on relational intelligence.  Do you know anyone like that? What about you?

· Let me give you a real short test just to help you kind of gauge your own. 

· You don’t have to raise your hands or anything, but we’ll just look at two examples… two exam questions... 

Here’s the first one. *You are describing your childhood in detail to a person you’ve just met. His eyes are glazed over and he’s inching away. And the question is what do you do? I’ll give you four options:    

1. Grab him by the elbow so he can’t get away until you’re done. 

2. Get real close to his face. People always listen to you if you get real close to their face. 

3. Realize that you’ve made the person feel uncomfortable… bring your story to a quick close… and ask him something about himself. Or…
4. Look for another listener whose lack of assertiveness will allow you to trap them more easily. 

Second scenario: You want to form some character-building, soul-satisfying, heart-shaping friendships, and we all do. Where do you look? Where do you go to find people like that? 

1. Check out a few of the hot local single’s bars… and use some of those new pickup lines you’ve been practicing. 

2. Initiate with the people in your social sphere… strike up a casual conversation with them… reach out to them.

3. Wait at home for an emotionally mature, honest, joy-filled stranger to knock on the door and offer to become your friend for life.  Or…
4. Check out the local police reports & crime listings for what could be some hot prospects.

Well… whether you got them right or wrong, in the time left in this message, I want to look at three fundamental decisions that relationally intelligent people make in order to overcome barriers and connect deeply with those around them. 

· And as I share with you, I want you to be to reflecting on your own life. I’m going to challenge you to make these decisions yourself today. 

· And why?  Because R.I. encourages healthy kingdom community… and community is not something God’s simply invited us to within the church… 

· But is one of those things we, as a church, can extend to the world us… a world that is so relationally detached & disconnected.

· So, what decisions can we make to help take us to the next level of Relational Intelligence?
Decision #1: Relationally intelligent people decide that they will invest large chunks of time to relational development. 

Relationally intelligent people decide that whatever else is going on in their life—whatever other goals or activities they’re involved in— that they will invest large chunks of time to the development of deep relationships.   

· In Acts 2 we’re told that “Everyday the believers continued to meet together.” 

· Now, it’s easy to just gloss over a statement like that… but think about what the author, Luke, is telling us here.

In other words, the community of believers gathered together regularly… to worship, to break bread, to do ministry, to work & serve, to pray, and to just hang out together… having fun!

· And the truth is… I think, as a church, we get that!  

· But far too often, we try to create 1st century community on a 21st century timetable… and it doesn’t work.   

· How often do you hear people saying things like, “We’ve got to get together soon,” 

· Or, “Let’s make sure we do lunch in a couple of weeks when things settle down.” 

You see, I think the single greatest barrier to deep relationships— to deep connectedness in our day—is the intense pace in which we live our lives. Guys…

· Relationally intelligent people understand you can’t microwave friendship—you can’t microwave raising kids. You can’t microwave marital intimacy. 

· You can’t do the kinds of things that are required to build great relationships in a hurry. You can’t listen in a hurry. 

· You can’t rejoice with those who rejoice in a hurry. You can’t mourn with those who mourn in a hurry.

And yet, connecting more within your family and with others will cost you time and energy… in part, because most of the people you’re going to have to connect with are broken, imperfect people. 

· And so, in the short run, it will often seem easier not to connect. 

· Facing the tension of a needed confrontation with another person, with a friend, when you feel clumsy and awkward doing it—that’ll take time and effort.   

· To overcome your shyness, to take conversational risks, to get to a deeper level with somebody—that’ll take time and effort. 

· To properly deal with feelings of jealousy or competitiveness with another person—that will take time & effort. And in the short run, it’ll always seem easier not to do it. 

And you wonder… where are all the normal people?!  Why do I keep connecting with imperfect, broken people?!

· Well… let me just tell you something… Anyone you meet who does seem relatively normal is only someone more proficient at “impression management.”

· Truth is, you and I are going to have to connect with imperfect, broken people… because that’s the only kind of people there are in this world! 

I know I’ve shared with you before about a particular headline printed on the cover of a supposedly reputable magazine.  

· I never read the article, but the title of the article definitely caught my attention. It read “Totally Normal Women Who Stalk Their Ex-Boyfriends.”   
· And the part that struck me was that little phrase “Totally Normal Women.” Not just “normal women,” but “totally normal women!” 

I want to tell you a piece of theological truth this morning. I can say it to you in two words… a doctrinal statement about human nature in two words—everybody’s weird. 

· Everybody has brokenness. Everybody has habits that they wish they could break. 

· Everybody has blind spots that they don’t know about. 

· Everybody has patterns that they want to keep secret. Everybody has fear. 

· Everybody has pride. Everybody has junk that has not been transformed yet.   

And if you’re going to connect with people, you’re going to have to connect with broken, weird people, because that’s the only kind there is. 

· And that will take time and energy. And in the short run, it will always seem easier not to. 

· And if you think you can fit that into the cracks of an overloaded, overburdened, overcommitted schedule, think again. 

It’s amazing… because people in our society are fairly intentional about scheduling their jobs, their favorite TV shows, their daily responsibilities, a trip to a dentist, grocery shopping. 

· But when it comes to what matters most—intimate relationships, community—they just let it slide, day-by-day, month-by-month, and year-by-year. 

· You do that long enough, and eventually you get used to living without what matters most. You get used to living in relational shallow waters.   

Relationally intelligent people understand you can’t fit deep community into the cracks of an overburdened schedule. 

· You might need to rearrange some things in your life that will allow you to be more purposeful in terms of investing in deepening relationships. 

· Will you make that decision this morning? It’s not going to just happen? It may cost you a bit… and require that you be more intentional.  

· Going to a home group, for example, or grabbing someone for some lunch after church… may take a little more of your time…

· But, it will be worth it… because as rewarding and good as achieving can be, connecting is what is ultimately life-giving.

Second decision: Relationally intelligent people learn to overcome the fear of rejection—the fear of being hurt. 

Most of us don’t like to admit this, but one of the biggest barriers to relationships is the fear of rejection and the desire to be safe. 

· What if I invite somebody out to lunch, but they don’t want to come? 

· What if I try to organize a dinner party with some people from work, but nobody wants to be part of it?   

· What if I join this organization, but I always feel like I’m on the outside looking in? 

· What if I get in a small group, but I don’t feel like I really belong? 

Now maybe, back in Junior High or something, you just figured that by the time you hit your 20s… or at least when you got really old like in your 30s… that you wouldn’t be worrying about things like that anymore. 

· But think about how those kinds of issues get played out in Junior High. Remember when you liked someone back then… remember what you did?  

· You couldn’t just tell them… and you certainly couldn’t just ask them if they like you back. 

· So in those days… utilizing what was acceptable junior high etiquette… you’d just send them a note!

· That’s the way life works when you’re in junior high. It’s quite straightforward—just a little note.   

Now, of course, we are too sophisticated and grown up to send notes like that around anymore… although maybe with text messaging it’s making a come-back. 

· But still… you’d be amazed how often, when somebody is having a conversation with you, just below the surface is that same question. “Do you like me?” “Would you want to be my friend? Do you see any value in me?”   

· And know that when you get to that question, you’re getting right to the core of our hearts.  Because for each and every one of us, that really is a scary question. 

· It’s scary because in asking them, we risk getting a response that would hurt us. And a lot of times, we use excuses to avoid having to face that.
In other words, it’s a lot easier to say, “I’m just too busy” or “I just don’t have time for deep relationships.” 

· It’s easier to say, “I don’t want to go to that party. Those people bore me.”  Or, “Those people have issues!”

· It’s easier to say, “I don’t want to try to cultivate friendships at work, because it gets too complicated and too messy.” 

· It’s easier to say that than it is to say the truth, which is, “I’m afraid that if I reach out, I might get rejected.” “I’m afraid that if I trust, I might get hurt.” “I’m afraid that if I open up, I might feel pain.” 
· The truth is, the real reason why a lot of people live in relationally shallow waters, beyond the whole issue of time… is just plain fear.   

And I know people, and there may a number of you in this room, who consider yourselves to be real risk-takers… 

· In fact, you may take heart-pounding, adrenalin-pumping risks every day—vocational risks, financial risks, & physical risks… able to roll the dice big time without even sweating it. 

· And yet, you haven’t taken a relational risk in years. You’re risking it in all those other arenas, but when it comes to your heart, the truth is you’re just scared.   

· When it comes to achieving… you may have an impressive history of risk-taking.  

· But in terms of connecting, when it comes to your heart… maybe not your wallet, not your company, job, or your body-- but when it comes to your heart, you’re scared. 

You see… relationally intelligent people understand that, if you take the risk, if you open up your heart to another human being, you will get hurt—

· Not that you might get hurt—you will get hurt. Take it to the bank.

· If your goal is low-risk, pain-free intimacy, you chose the wrong species to be a part of. In fact, you chose the wrong planet. 

· If you take the risk, you will know pain… but if you don’t take the risk, you will never know the joy of being truly known, loved, & accepted by another person. 

· Your heart may seem well protected, safe, unbroken, & undisturbed.  But the truth is, it is aching for relational connectedness.

Now, let’s look at this from the opposite side.  Because the fear of rejection or hurt is so universal, you may not realize the power that your acceptance can have in the life of another human being.   
· A respected educator in Connecticut named Rick Lavoy tells about an experience he not long ago.  He says…

· “One day I went out for pizza with my 5-year-old son. As we sat there, I couldn’t help overhearing the conversation between three teenage boys in the booth behind us… They had just returned from a morning of playing tennis. 

· Two of the boys were discussing the faults and flaws of another boy, not in attendance. 

They criticized his style, his play, his appearance and every aspect of his personality. They laughed as they told stories about his failures.   

· At this point, one of the boys turned to the third boy who had been silent during the discussion and said, ‘None of us ever wants to play with Mike. He’s such a loser. Nobody likes him… so, why do you play with him?’ 
· The third boy responded quietly, ‘That’s why I play with him.’”  
· Rick writes, “I looked over my shoulder at the courageous young man… and then I looked at my own son. And I realized that my deepest hope at that moment was that my son would develop the strength of character and courage that that boy possessed. 

· I hoped that that young man’s father knows how proud he should be of his son.”  

Do you have any idea how much power your acceptance can have in the life of another human being? 

· Do you have any idea what happens when you offer acceptance to somebody? 

· Well, people with high relational intelligence know about that. They make a decision regarding their time… choosing to invest significant chunks of time in relationship development.   

· They also make a decision to not let the fear of rejection keep them from living in the kind of community God has invited us to.  And then, lastly: 

Third decision: Relationally intelligent people decide to take initiative to develop their relational lives. 

They will accept the responsibility that if I want my relational life to be developed, I’m going to have to pursue it myself.   

· Now, this is real important. Very often, I will hear people express frustration in this area of their life saying something like: “How come I always have to be the one to pick up the phone and make the call?” Or…
· “How come I always have to be the one to make the first move towards somebody else?” Or… 
· “How come I have to be the one to invite other people, and not them being the ones to invite me? I’m tired of doing it. Let somebody else call me first.”  
· Anybody here ever feel that way? Let me ask you a question. Do you know how many people in this room have ever felt like that? Everybody here. 

You see, there is a universal frustration inside of everybody that wishes somebody else would take the step towards me… 

· And yet, if you really want to move away from relational atrophy, then you will have to overcome the temptation to wait for somebody else to take the initiative.   

· You know, community is a big buzzword these days. Who wouldn’t like closer, more intimate relationships? But they don’t just happen! 

· It’ll require initiative, commitment and time… I’ll need to honor confidentiality when it would be easier not to… I’ll need to be there for somebody even though it wont always be convenient. 

You see… you can choose to hang out with the kind of people who can encourage you and challenge you to be the person God’s called you to be.

· But you’re going to have to overcome certain barriers of inertia and passivity and the temptation to wait for somebody else to make the call. 

· You’ll have to reject the path of least resistance over and over and over, and keep working on taking the initiative. 

And maybe each of us will discover some areas in which we’ll need to grow and develop as a person so we’ll be capable of a deeper level of community… 

· And that’s going to take work, and it’s going to be hard sometimes.  

· But it’s worth it. It’s worth it, because it’s what we were made for, because no accomplishment can fill that God-shaped need in all of us for deep relational connectedness.
Ultimately, Jesus calls us to this one thing… to “Love God and love people.” You get that right—whatever else you mess up—you get that right, you win. 

· You get that wrong—then whatever other titles come after your name, however big an office you sit in—you get that one wrong, you lose. 

· Love God and love people. And you can do that. You can do that this week… between now and next Sunday. 

Take that risk to be vulnerable… enter into that dance we spoke about last week… where you take that relational risk of trust & vulnerability.  

· It might just be that they respond in faithfulness… and out of that will come deepened intimacy and friendship.

· Take somebody in your family out to eat. Make plans this week to get together with a friend. Let them know that you value them.

When the thought comes into your mind then, when you get a leading to call somebody, to write somebody a note…

· to encourage somebody, to wrap your arms around somebody, to pray for somebody… don’t just blow it off.

· You see, this is our chance to love the people that mean so much to God. It’s our chance to invest in connecting the way we may have invested in achieving.

* Thanks to a John Ortberg sermon called Relational Intelligence, Part 1, from which I got some of the key elements of this message.  You can visit his church’s website at www.mppc.org. 

IF I HAD MY LIFE TO LIVE OVER 
by Erma Bombeck



(written after she found out she was dying from cancer).

I would have gone to bed when I was sick instead of pretending the earth would go into a holding pattern if I weren't there for the day.

I would have burned the pink candle sculpted like a rose before it melted in storage.

I would have talked less and listened more.

I would have invited friends over to dinner even if the carpet was stained, or the sofa faded.

I would have eaten the popcorn in the 'good' living room and worried much less about the dirt when someone wanted to light a fire in the fireplace.

I would have taken the time to listen to my grandfather ramble about his youth.

I would never have insisted the car windows be rolled up on a summer day because my hair had just been teased and sprayed.

I would have sat on the lawn with my grass stains.

I would have cried and laughed less while watching television and more while watching life.

I would never have bought anything just because it was practical, wouldn't show soil, or was guaranteed to last a lifetime.

Instead of wishing away nine months of pregnancy, I'd have cherished every moment and realized that the wonderment growing inside me was the only chance in life to assist God in a miracle.

When my kids kissed me impetuously, I would never have said, "Later. Now go get washed up for dinner." There would have been more "I love you's." More "I'm sorry's."

But mostly, given another shot at life, I would seize every minute...look at it and really see it . live it and never give it back. Stop sweating the small stuff.

Don't worry about who doesn't like you, who has more, or who's doing what.

Instead, let's cherish the relationships we have with those who do love us.

Let's think about what God HAS blessed us with, and what we are doing each day to promote ourselves mentally, physically, and emotionally.

I hope you all have a blessed day.
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